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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper proposes an alternative way of understanding China’s emergence, drawing on the idea 
of the creative industries. It looks at China’s embrace of the idea of cultural and creative 
industries and argues that this paradigm demonstrates that structures of domination (i.e. the 
commanding heights of political economy exemplified in political economy of the media) are 
being replaced by geographical development initiatives, mostly led by local governments and 
councils. In this decentralisation of power we find the seedlings of a more open and democratic 
society. 
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Introduction 
 
Since 2001, much of the Western world has witnessed an era of unprecedented cultural and 
economic crisis. This began with terrorist attacks on the World Trade Towers in New York and 
culminated in the global financial crisis of 2008-9. In parallel with these crises, the demise of the 
West is said to be imminent. According to a growing legion of commentators the moral authority 
of the neo-liberal development model championed by the U.S., the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) is under increasing scrutiny. The West may 
have taken the lead in innovation over the past several centuries but the gap has closed, and even 
reversed in many fields. The ascendancy of East Asia is now conspicuous—and this is 
commensurate with East Asian design, fashion and style.  
 
East Asia’s shifting position, from periphery to prominence, has led to an unprecedented 
outbreak of futurology both within academia and in popular journalism. The political scientist 
Kishore Mahbubani, author of The New Asian Hemisphere (2008) argues that whereas the rise of 
the West in the Industrial Revolution transformed the world, the rise of Asia since the second half 
of the twentieth century is already altering the balance of power, inducing an ‘irresistible shift of 
global power to the East’. Giovanni Arrighi adds: ‘The renaissance has occurred through a series 
of snowballing “miracles” in a succession of East Asian states, starting in Japan in the 1950s and 
1960s, rolling on in South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore in the 1970s and 1980s, and 
culminating in the 1990s and 2000s in the emergence of China as the world’s most dynamic 
centre of economic and commercial expansion’ (Arrighi 2008: 2). From ‘flying geese’ following 
the lead of Japan, East Asia is no longer peripheral. It is now inconceivable to talk of the ‘Far 
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East’ 
 
This transformation, from margin to mainstream, alerts us to the folly of relying on traditional 
understandings of East and West. By traditional here, I am referring particularly to academic 
conventions. Hardening of academic categories is common in communication studies. It 
constitutes a problem in understanding China’s emergence, which is now the focus of a large 
number of researchers across several disciplines (geography, economics, political science, and 
culture). The core of most communication scholarship of China over the past five decades has 
been ‘structures of dominance’; in turn this is linked to a positivist communications studies 
tradition that attempts to ascribe behavioural effects to watching, reading and using media. I say 
‘attempts’ because the effects tradition according to Pietelä (2005) does not adequately meet the 
complexities it intends to explain. Very little ‘empirical evidence’ has been mounted to test the 
proposition that the Chinese ideological apparatus is totalitarian or even hegemonic. 
Sophisticated audience analysis is particularly problematic in China for international researchers 
unless there is some institutional assistance in reaching the audience. Textual analysis or content 
analysis of news media has served as the de facto evidence base.  
 
The ‘effects’ of control are mainly inferred from events such as content crackdowns, strict 
models of content censorship, and seemingly rigid policy regimes. Control may have been 
systematic in the past but viewers and audiences in China have greater choice these days. 
Moreover, it is evident that Chinese people, like people in the free nations, actively negotiate 
meanings from their media. Users of new media become makers of meanings, like youth in the 
US, Europe and Australia.  
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Alternatively, when Chinese media is celebrated in the cultural studies and post-colonial studies 
traditions it is typically the works of film-makers who offer a version of Chinese culture that 
conforms to Western stereotypes or dissident writers who perpetuate a pessimistic image of 
Chinese society and the state’s unremitting political control. Political economy of the media 
offers a slightly different negative version of China’s positioning, subscribing to a cultural 
domination model in which the control of world communications emanates from a centre—the 
US capitalist dream factory. Communication impregnates the periphery (China), aided by the 
inevitability of powerful interests, eventually undermining local cultural identity.   
 
However, fears of a Western invasion are premature. Despite criticisms of Westernisation from 
conservatives, Chinese culture is extremely resilient. Fears of the demise of Chinese identity are 
also not supportable by evidence. Unfortunately, much academic analysis in communication 
studies is captive to analytical categories handed down from Western Marxism and cold war 
politics.  
 
In contrast, recent studies have attempted to evaluate the potential for the sale of ‘foreign TV 
programs’ into the Chinese market (Kops and Ollig 2007). Over the past decade many 
international media companies, notably News Corporation and Time Warner have sought success 
in China. Many have tried, but most have failed, or settled for regional or niche markets. Many 
foreign companies have demonstrated poor understandings of the value, and the tastes, of the 
fragmented Chinese market. The key point here is that the Chinese viewer is more inclined to 
accept serial drama content from Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong than ‘western’ style series (Zhu, 
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Keane and Bai 2007). 
 
Moreover, as many ‘foreign’ businesses regularly testify, the regulatory system that oversees 
particular creative content sectors is archaic. New ideas find difficulty in getting past the 
regulatory barriers, particularly when they are associated with ‘foreign’ companies. In new and 
potentially profitable industries such as streaming content firms need to obtain multiple licenses 
in order to operate. Bureaucratisation hampers implementation of long-term business models. 
The necessity of obtaining multiple permits to produce creative content, often from different 
industry regulators (Ministry of Culture, The State Administration of Industry and Commerce, 
The State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television, Ministry of Information Industry), acts 
as a deterrent to entry into creative industries.  
 
Entry barriers are further exacerbated by the necessity of relationship maintenance as a means of 
achieving success. Guanxi is important in industries where ad hoc decisions can be made on the 
basis of an interpretation of government policy. This leads to uncertainty and in the case of the 
film industry fosters a grey market where green lighting is not required. The content is unlikely to 
pass the censors and finds its way instead into the ‘second channel’, where it supplements the 
stock of pirated videos for sale on street corners.  
 
 
Institutional shifts 
 
Change disrupts settled academic and journalistic categories. It causes us to question the axioms 
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and belief in the ‘free media’ that have underpinned scholarship on Chinese media and culture. I 
believe however that a more flexible and cross-disciplinary approach to change is required, in 
contrast to the rigid disciplinary models inherited from Western communication theory, which 
were developed in response to a clash of ideologies—namely free enterprise versus socialism. 
While the ‘mental maps’ that organise research are inherited from the past, the topography has 
altered. In seeking to navigate the road ahead we need to cast our analytical nets wider than just 
media sectors. In this regard, the idea of the cultural and creative industries presents a more 
useful organising structure. The UK definition of creative industries, which is most often cited, 
favours the exploitation of intellectual property: ‘[The creative industries are] those industries 
which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have a potential for 
wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual property’ (DCMS 
1998) . However, by creative industries in this article I mean a set of interlocking segments of the 
economy focused on extending and exploiting symbolic cultural products. These include the arts, 
films, television, and interactive games. These industries provide business-to-business symbolic 
or information services in areas such as architecture, advertising and marketing, design—as well 
as web, multimedia and software development. In the following I will attempt to show why these 
industries are now important for China. 
 
Development in China is more than ever provincial and networked. Local governments have 
considerable capacity to effect change—to allocate valuable land to emerging enterprises and to 
attract small and large investors—albeit within the framework of five-year planning cycles. As a 
result much development is driven by local entrepreneurs, not ‘big’ business. The cultural and 
media industry development processes that are occurring in China, both micro-level (small and 
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medium enterprises) and macro-level (government policy intervention) challenge the inherited 
discipline-specific and sector-specific models of analysis that have dominated Western research 
of China.  
 
The arrival of the super-sign of creativity and the even more upbeat ‘creative economy’ signals a 
dynamic transformation, which I have called a great new leap forward (Keane 2007). The 
creative economy is more than simply goods and services. It is about institutional change. What 
will this mean for China?  
 
Veblen (1919) described institutions as ‘settled habits of thought’ while North (1981: 201) has 
referred to ‘a set of rules, compliance procedures and ethical behaviours designed to constrain the 
behaviour of individual in the interests of maximizing the wealth and utility of principals’. North 
notes also that political-economic systems are made up of a complex of institutions bearing 
specific relationships to one another. Formal institutions are changeable by government fiat while 
informal institutions change slowly by a variety of processes, in particular transfer of ideas and 
technologies. Of course, the key institutions that have moderated change and innovation in the 
modern era (since the industrial revolution) have been the free market and socialism. Other 
important institutions include the family and the education system. When writers use the term 
institutional impediments to refer to China’s stalled innovation processes relative to the West, 
they are usually referring to structural processes put in place to regulate national development, 
manage populations and normalise habits of thought.  
 
Institutions include norms and practices endemic to the system, such as a propensity to cooperate 
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rather than compete, to imitate rather than innovate, and to favour personal preservation over risk. 
As I will show in the following chapter, the root causes of institutional routines, norms and 
‘mental models’ reach deep into Chinese history. Such institutions, moreover, are changing as 
integration into the global economy leads to the ‘creative destruction’ of inefficient practices.  
 
Currently, creativity is presented as a solution to cultural trade deficits, stagnant production, 
copycatting, duplication of resources—and even environmental pollution. Creativity is a super-
sign imported into the Chinese lexicon. It points the way forward for institutional renewal, for an 
education system tied to rote memorisation practices, for industries tied to inefficient exchange 
practices and isomorphism. However, the question remains: what models of creative development 
are right for China, and what benefits might enhancing of creativity in China mean for the 
international community? Indeed, we might anticipate greater social liberalisation, which has its 
own ‘multiplier effects’—more democratisation, greater openness to ideas, deeper institutional 
reform, and increased transparency in business transactions.  
 
The conventional liberal view is that creativity is a natural talent and this resonates with much 
arts policy. It also supports Richard Florida’s arguments that cities and regions need to attract 
more creative individuals, however defined, and to do so must provide the stimulating open 
environment that these individuals need. In this western liberal sense, the key intangibles of the 
creative economy are novelty and invention. Nurturing individual creative talent maximizes 
social and economic outcomes and lends itself to the ideal of intellectual property enforcement, 
as defined in the UK creative industries model and championed by organisations such as WIPO 
(World Intellectual Property Organisation).  
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If creativity implies producing something new, valuable or original, then we might expect 
outbreaks in times of openness to new ideas, and in times when social and economic conditions 
favour free expression; in such times there is often a market for creative ideas. Even when there 
is oppression and marginalisation creativity emerges, as demonstrated in the role of Jewish 
immigrants in the US film industry. This ‘entertainment industry’ is now regarded by scholars as 
a economic foundation of the US economy and a means of disseminating US ‘soft power’ to the 
world. To take this argument back to the core bedrock of culture from where creativity emerges, 
the cultural domain is not the unproductive superstructure but rather contributes to the innovation 
system of the economy generally speaking. Herein resides the promise of the creative industries 
for some of its proponents in China. For this broadening of creativity to take root, however, there 
needs to be a fundamental shift in thinking. Certainly, one of the criticisms levelled at post-
socialist nations in the former Soviet Union is that decades of cadre-driven supervision resulted 
in unwillingness on the part of many intellectuals ‘to think out of the box’, the ingredient so 
central to competitive modern economies.  
 
Although international similarities are evident in the language—the emphasis on value adding, 
revitalisation of urban space, enterprise, and clustering—the genesis of creative industries in 
China does not blindly follow the Western template. In many countries the creative industries 
have become the target of virulent criticism from the left. Some of this criticism is well-founded, 
in particular a tendency to collapse the value of the IT industries into the cultural sector in order 
to make the creative economy appear more robust (Garnham 2005).  
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Another constant criticism in the West is that creative industries policy is a product of neo-
liberalism. The traditional and performing arts struggle to survive; they are asked to relocate to 
disused industrial spaces, become more ‘enterprising’, and reach out to new audiences. Indeed, 
for many working in the traditional arts—in museums, galleries and the performing arts—the 
term creative industries provide little comfort, save for its use in boosting the total value of the 
cultural sphere. Whether this translates into public support in the longer term is a moot point.  
 
Florida’s creative class idea has also divided international opinion as ‘Cool Cities’ programs 
attempt to reshape urban environments, turning dilapidated factories into arts centres (Peck 2005). 
The tendency to legislate into existence creative quarters reflects what has been called a ‘cookie-
cutter approach’ to urban development (Oakley 2004). Others have criticised the creative 
industries for their use of non-unionised casualised labour, arguing that workers are more 
precarious in these industries (Rossiter 2006; Ross 2006). Disintermediation changes the creative 
field, although this is more an effect of industry and technological convergence. Many artists 
have adopted self-management processes, cutting out intermediaries such as agents and 
distributors. Critics have targeted the escalating real estate values in new precincts.  
 
Perhaps the most confused account of the creative industries comes from Maxwell and Miller 
(2008), who contend,  
The much-acclaimed creative industries are supposedly clean and green post-manufacturing 
utopias. The by-products are electronic code rather than sickening smoke. That sounds nice, 
doesn’t it? But what about electronic waste (e-waste) from televisions, computers, cell phones and 
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so on – the fastest-growing element in First-World municipal dumps? Aren’t they part of the 
‘creative industries?’ 
Sadly, these authors confuse manufacturing industries with creative industries. People who are 
responsible for making creative industries policy do not have responsibility for the disposal of 
technological waste. Making such a connection between creative industries policy and the 
disposal of e-waste ultimately reflects on the credibility of the authors, who elsewhere have 
produced commendable work. It further reflects academic fear and confusion with concepts that 
are threatening to the status quo.  
 
Much of the critique of the creative industries in the West, as illustrated by the above, is wide of 
the mark when it comes to China.  China is still following a developmental path in which the 
kinds of relationships that mediate government and civil society in Western society are lacking. 
Labour unions are conspicuous by the absence not only in the creative occupations but across all 
occupations, and particularly in manufacturing. People are frequently asked to move their place 
of residence in the name of progress and development. Moreover, while the convergence of 
science, technology and culture may appear to be expedient from a Western critical perspective, 
this has a longer legacy in China. Nor is the emergence of creative industries policy a sudden leap 
of faith. Policy making in China is an extremely complex process, passing through multiple 
iterations before implementation. While the outbreak of creative parks, precinct and clusters may 
appear to be a ‘cookie cutter’ approach, it reflects a Chinese socialist model of planning and 
duplication of resources.      
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Does this mean therefore that China is experiencing a cultural renaissance? The short answer is: 
it’s too early to tell. The emphasis on ‘cultural creative industries’ is the latest stage of 
reconciliation with the super-sign of creativity. Rather than downgrading the ‘spiritual’ 
component of great works, fine art, and historical sites, however, culture is retained as the leading 
term. The cultural creative industries model embodies artefacts of value, produced from tradition, 
celebrated as cultural and political identity, and packaged for international consumption. 
Internationalisation has become an imperative as Chinese artists and producers look for success.  
Harvesting ideas from a wide array of sources may be China’s competitive advantage. Certainly 
this is evident in the search for international models. But can the silo model that has prevailed 
under socialist administration be re-invented?  
 
 
What does this mean? 
 
Cultural heritage parks, new technology zones, five year plans, networks of finance and guanxi, 
preferential policies, and post-industrial restructuring. How do all these diverse elements of the 
cultural and creative economies fit together? And what do these developments mean for re-
theorising the fields of media and communication studies?  
 
While Taiwan, South Korea, and Hong Kong derive more than 70 per cent of GDP from services, 
the Chinese mainland remains tied to manufacturing. The current embrace of creativity at a 
governmental level is an attempt to bring together already well established ideas such as national 
innovation systems, the knowledge-based society and advanced productive forces.iiAt the level of 
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economic reform, it is about changing the kinds of path dependencies that have led to massive 
duplication of resources and imitation. At the social level is about harnessing the power of digital 
technology, in particular the long tail—without allowing Western-style democracy.   
 
Global and regional integration is transforming China and changing practices. China is looking to 
move up the global value chain by investing in knowledge. In this sense, it is following the lead 
of its near neighbours. But in other important respects China is exceptional and different from 
Japan, Taiwan and South Korea. Politically, it is still a one-party state; economically it is a 
manufacturing powerhouse; geographically it has several distinct regions and twenty-two 
provincesiii; and socially it is experiencing unprecedented unemployment and class fragmentation.  
 
Reform in education is an essential ingredient of catch-up, not just extending basic education, but 
in renovating long established attitudes towards the process of acquiring knowledge. The former 
Chinese vice-premier Li Lanqing, who was responsible for education reform under the Deng 
Xiaoping regime, has argued that ‘theoretical and conceptual innovation is the precursor of 
innovation in education’. He says, ‘If we want higher education to develop further, those of us 
involved in it must further free up our thinking, update our concepts, be pragmatic, keep up with 
the time, and make new breakthroughs in our outlook’ (Li 2004: 227).  
 
Where is the evidence? 
 
Aside from the obvious rapid growth of its near neighbours’ creative industries, epitomised by 
the high-profile Korean Wave, the evidence base for a Chinese cultural renaissance has yet to be 
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established. Areas of economic activity such as services and culture have not been adequately 
accounted for in existing metrics. Despite reports purporting to measure the value of China’s 
media and cultural sector, the reality is that much of the value of China’s creative economy is 
under-reported. For instance, how does one accurately measure the value of branding and 
marketing? This is even more problematic in China where media industry ratings are inclined to 
be a mixture of fact and fiction, generated to impress would-be advertisers. Indeed, national 
accounting for culture in China is fraught by problems of classification and measurement.  
 
A lack of rigorous statistical scrutiny of the intangible nature of cultural services is not, however, 
only applicable to China. It is a general observation of cultural development globally that the 
intangible benefits of creativity have been under-represented. The highly flawed UNESCO report 
International Flows of Selected Cultural Goods and Services underlines the danger of trying to 
compare data without a robust system of categorisation. According to this report the UK is the 
biggest cultural exporter (US$8.5 billion), topping the US (US$7.6 billion), with China a 
relatively close third (US$5.2 billion). For China’s Ministry of Culture, concerned with the 
‘cultural trade deficit’ this news is somewhat comforting. Likewise UNCTAD’s announcement at 
the First Beijing Cultural and Creative Industries Expo that China’s creative industry accounted 
for six per cent of its GDP, ranking it alongside the US and the UK, made news in The China 
Daily. Confounding the UNESCO figures, UNCTAD estimated China’s cultural exports in 2004 
as a mere US$1.35 billion (The China Daily 15 December 2006: 14). The fluctuation of claims 
about China’s creative economy needs to be taken with extreme caution. Chinese statistics are 
probably more realistic, estimating the value as about 2.5 per cent of GDP. 
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The fault lines in statistics within China can be seen most clearly in media industries. According 
to official statistics, revenue from media in China comes primarily from advertising (newspapers, 
TV, periodicals, radio), advertising companies, cable TV subscriptions, book, newspaper and 
magazine publishing, movie box office, audio-visual products, SMS messages, Internet access 
fees and gaming fees. According to the 2005 Blue Book of China’s Media, the most authoritative 
source of information, in 2004 the total recorded revenue from these segments was RMB 327 
billion (USD40.7 billion), of which almost a third (RMB11 billion/ USD1.37 billion) was 
attributed to book publishing (Cui et al 2005). Two points need to be made in relation to these 
figures. First, they do not contain robust aggregated data from licensing of rights: most of the 
value is box office and subscription. Second, as I discuss below, there is incredible elasticity even 
in the most profitable sector, book publishing, where much activity is unrecorded. The same can 
be said for audio-visual products. Within these figures audio-visual products (CDs and DVDs) 
account for just 0.8 per cent of revenue, which is not altogether surprising considering that black 
market transactions account for as much as ninety per cent of the market. How do Chinese 
statistics account for the losses to piracy and under-reporting of profits? The short answer is, they 
don’t.  
 
While cinema, particular US big-budget productions, is saleable across cultural boundaries in 
Asia, profits in China are undermined by rampant piracy. The Motion Pictures Association 
asserts that its members reportedly lost US$718 million in revenue due to illegal piracy in 2003.iv 
Again these figures are extremely difficult to verify. Widespread discrepancies in the amounts of 
piracy parallel the high incidence of programme boosting that is evident in the ratings practices of 
Chinese media organisations; in other words, there is a palpable lack of transparent audited media 
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research. The result is that international companies are often as culpable as Chinese companies of 
misrepresenting truth when it comes to reporting. Chinese media companies shy away from 
boosting their profit estimates for fear of falling foul of taxation, while international companies 
are inclined to under-report for fear of being seen as exploiting the Chinese market.  
 
The common area where there is unanimity in relation to leaked profit is the black market. In 
drawing attention to the issue of the black market, I should also note that piracy of DVD and 
other electronic media retards Chinese domestic industry development to a greater extent than it 
does the Hollywood ‘majors’, who have the capacity to absorb the damage of illegal copying.v 
For domestic industries, piracy is poisoning their business models and their competitiveness. 
Stevenson-Yang and deWoskin (2005: 9) have put a sharper focus on the problem, arguing that 
the Beijing political leadership cannot quite decide what to think about the intellectual property 
‘paradigm’. They conflate ‘legal commitments and prosecutorial energy with resentment of 
foreign IP and royalty claims’. In the creative content industries, however, the leakage of value 
has become critical. According to Cai Rong, while annual sales of TV drama on the audio-visual 
market in recent years topped RMB 2.7 billion, sales from pirate copies are estimated at ten times 
the value of legal transactions. In particular, the new HDVD format (called the super DVD) 
allows up to ten hours of video to be transferred onto one disk. This has become the technology 
of choice for DVD sellers (Cai 2008). 
 
Even taking into account massive piracy, China represents a huge market. While attempts to 
account for industry economics in China are hampered by a lack of robust data, international 
trade journals and business journalism are equally complicit in misrepresenting value. Reports 
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usually register activities of large media companies. There is very little reporting in the English 
press of the influence of domestic programmes, genres and titles, unless these represent some 
form of international co-production or content licensing arrangement. Reports in the financial 
press also concern breaking stories and seldom provide a broader context. 
 
 
Contradictions in the system 
 
How then do the pieces fit together to make sense? What might be the new role for culture as it 
moves to become an economic resource, rather than a means of exemplifying socialist morality 
and monitoring conduct? In the past the Chinese Communist Party purposively deployed culture 
as a mechanism to manage society. Cultural works expressed the contradictions in society: 
oppositions such as modern/backward, progressive/reactionary, and scientific/feudal. The 
mechanism of dialectics, as a trajectory of development, was rewired on to the existing template 
of traditional Chinese philosophy and offered to the Chinese masses as a science of progress. 
This new science explained the materialist view of history and justified class struggle, according 
to which humankind progressed through a series of stages of production eventually arriving at 
Communism. In the ‘creative harmonious society’ of the 21st century, the template is further 
readjusted to account for stages of development—the knowledge-based society—and catch-up. 
However, in order to manage the transition, there needs to be a balance between new 
contradictory elements resulting from global integration.  
 
The first contradiction concerns city and country. The transformation of abandoned industrial 
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space in China’s cities into new clusters and centres brings with it social disruption as residents 
are forced to relocate. Rents and land values rise.  
 
Creative industries are predominantly located in the big cities with cultural consumption 
functioning as a key indicator of urban development: in other words, as incomes rise in cities 
people consume more cultural services, further drawing foreign investment and new services 
industries. In this equation, the poorer regions will remain disadvantaged in the creative economy. 
Traditional culture remains the key resource for most regions in China. Do the creative industries 
speak to the countryside? Can creative branding strategies promote and export local traditions?  
 
The second contradiction is the relationship between commercialisation and public culture. 
The transition from the state institutional model—a kind of a ‘cultural public service unit’ (Zhang 
2006)—to a commercial industrial model is not straightforward, particularly in ‘sensitive’ content 
industries such as broadcasting, journalism and publishing where the state is reluctant to cede 
ownership to the market. An example of the marketisation dilemma is publishing. Production 
costs are relatively cheap and China has best sellers and popular magazines. Nevertheless, most 
publishing ventures lose money due to the necessity of distribution through state outlets. As in 
the music publishing sector there are constraints imposed by the need to obtain a book number 
(license) in order to publish. These are allocated by the State Administration of Press and 
Publications with the result that publishing is at best a quasi-commercial activity. At present, 
publishing is a controlled economy that is regulated by the book number system. Research by the 
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences has estimated that reform of the book license system would 
allow a massive amount of private capital to pour into the publishing industries with the result 
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that many of the large publishing houses would splinter into small and medium enterprises 
(Zhang 2006).    
 
A third contradiction is the relationship between copyright and knowledge dissemination. Lack 
of copyright protection in film, television, and Interactive software constrains investment. 
Investors in these industries are likely to see their profits dispersed via DVD pirates, or in the 
case of television their program ideas are copied without permission (Cai 2008). For international 
companies the TRIPS agreement, part of the WTO accession, offered some hope for the 
protection of copyrights. Yet, regardless of how far-reaching TRIPS or WIPO agreements are, it 
is the effectiveness of national laws and enforcement that is crucial; in this regard, China has 
been slow to recognise the danger of piracy and the importance of rights to the sustainability of 
its own industries. Complaints in relation to infringement can be dealt with in two ways, through 
administrative or court proceedings. As the examples from animation and television drama co-
production have illustrated, revenue from rights management is yet to be systematically regulated 
although leading directors and film industry producers such as Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige are 
leading the call to develop workable copyright regimes and raise awareness of piracy. 
 
The most appropriate model for China's intellectual property regime, particularly in the creative 
sector, may lie somewhere between exclusive property rights and open source approach. This 
model is the obverse of the US intellectual property template, enshrined in the TRIPS, that 
favours the majors at the expense of smaller players in the creative ecology. In fact, the exclusive 
rights model favoured by the US is likely to create rigidities and excessive transaction costs in 
China; it may enrich some large players but it does not encourage distributed innovation or 
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creativity. A creative commons system with different templates of agreements for the most 
frequent types of usage and repurposing situations—such as for non commercial re-use by 
educators and commercial use by film makers—will allow both government and private 
companies to unlock the richness of its cultural archives and make them available more 
efficiently and where appropriate share licensing revenues that may be generated. A digitisation 
strategy based around standards including rights templates creates stronger cultural and 
commercial opportunities than does a centralist copyright exclusivity approach.  
 
As cultural creative industries inevitably respond to benchmarks of excellence mandated by 
propaganda officials, how do we differentiate technique, imitation and innovation? In Confucian 
societies technique and imitation were highly valued, constituting a bridge for novices to emulate 
the master before forging one’s own style. The mentoring tradition (both Western and Eastern) 
accepts imitation as a process; this model deliberately takes from other cultures, and brings with 
it a transfer of knowledge. In the economics of creative or cultural industries, however, imitation 
is usually associated with low risk-taking and opportunistic market behaviour. As I have argued, 
in China’s media industries during the past decade, copying other’s originality has been a de-
facto model of development and value-maximizing, at least in short-term strategies; in turn, this 
model has become dominant because there is little effective copyright enforcement.  
 
Does this tradition of transmission devalue creativity or just shift its focus? Tatsuro Sheridan 
(1991) refers to the idea of ‘adaptive creativity’, a model that favours harmonisation of the 
creative process through brainstorming and consensus. Adaptive creativity puts emphasis on idea 
refinement and recycling of ideas. The problem is that original ‘out of the box’ ideas may be 
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stifled by consensus; some have argued that the failure to reward the individual within the group 
locks in creativity. Nevertheless, the instrumental role of adaptive creativity shows how existing 
forms of culture might be revitalised; for instance, putting traditional culture in new applications 
such as mobile digital media. In a sense, such cultural re-conversion (Canclini 1992) is a form of 
adaptive creativity, suited to applications more than breakthroughs and producing useful 
outcomes. Entailing less risk, adaptation and imitation are roads frequently travelled. 
 
A fourth contradiction is the relationship between risk and openness to ideas. The risk-taking 
role of the artist is de-emphasized in traditions where the artist is a transmitter. For China’s 
innovation ecology to function effectively creativity needs to be distributed, not contained within 
‘creative classes’. Indeed, the Richard Florida development model is viewed with some suspicion 
within China. There is a limit to how much bohemianism the state will tolerate. The challenge 
will lie in new communication technologies which the state seeks to control, for instance by 
blocking foreign search engines and web-sites. Internationally, the Internet has led to the 
phenomenon of the long tail, shifting the balance of creative power from producer to user 
(Anderson 2006). While e-commerce is retarded by a lack of trusted online purchasing protection, 
China’s nascent long tail continues to develop as more access the internet. As successful media 
events like Supergirl have demonstrated, people can demonstrate their solidarity to pop idols by 
forming on-line collectives (Keane, Fung and Moran 2007). Elsewhere coalitions willing to voice 
opinion form around nationalistic concerns—US military aggression, Japanese past aggression, 
and cultural imperialism. 
 
This brief survey of the cultural and creative industries clusters in China leads us back to question 
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the rigidity of received media theory. What we are now seeing is (post-) modern form of 
industrial growth and development policy, and this is interesting in two respects. First, the new 
creative industries initiatives in China are focusing on industries not normally considered part of 
the ‘commanding heights’ of industrial development. Indeed, they are associated with 
entertainment, tourism, leisure—and in this respect have low economic cultural value. But when 
viewed in terms of China’s emergence these ‘creative industries’ are critical to the growth of 
knowledge and innovation processes. These industries are thus recognised as providing creative 
innovation services (and with spill-over benefits of cultural services). Second, and more 
pertinently to the political economy approach, the creative industries are targeting spaces and 
places rather than directly in terms of particular firms (e.g. national champions), or broad 
industry support (irrespective of location). In terms of how we therefore understand China, and 
indeed East Asia, I believe this approach has much to offer the field. 
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i Some parts of this paper come from my book Created in China: the Great New Leap Forward (Routledge 2007).  
ii Advanced productive forces are one of the three elements of Jiang Zemin’s ‘three represents’ (san ge diaobiao). 
The others are China’s advanced culture and the fundamental interests of the masses. 
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iii The Chinese government counts Taiwan as its 23rd province; in addition to four municipalities, five autonomous 
regions and two special administrative zones (Hong Kong and Macau) 
iv  See http://www.mpaaa.org/press_releases/2006_03_03.pdf 
v Jake Vanderkamp in South China Morning Post 5 August 2006 notes that total losses of piracy including Internet 
within North America accounted for 6.5 times as much as losses in China, or 2.5 times as much as losses in all of 
East Asia .. losses in North America and Europe combined were 12 times as great as losses in China, or 4.6 times as 
great as losses in all of East Asia.  
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